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Abstract 
In 2014, working-age (16-64 years old) women with disabilities made up 1.5 percent of the workforce 
even though they were nearly 4 percent of the U.S. working-age population. These women represent a 
critical source of untapped labor force talent. In addition to facing persistently low employment, women 
with disabilities often face a number of gender-specific barriers as well as difficulties obtaining access to 
adequate housing, health, and education; unequal hiring and promotion standards; and unequal pay. An 
examination of employment statistics, including unemployment, workforce participation, and income, 
reveals an unmet potential for employment among those with disabilities. Despite growing opportunities 
over the past few decades, people with disabilities, especially women, who want to and are able to work, 
are encountering barriers that prevent them from achieving economic security. This paper highlights 
several key employment factors that contribute to the economic vulnerability of women workers with 
disabilities. 
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Issue brief
KEY CHARACTERISTICS 
OF WORKING WOMEN WITH DISABILITIES
INTRODUCTION
In 2014, working-age (16-64 years old) women with 
disabilities1 made up 1.5 percent of the workforce even 
though they were nearly 4 percent of the U.S. working-
age population. These women represent a critical source 
of untapped labor force talent.2 In addition to facing 
persistently low employment, women with disabilities 
often face a number of gender-specific barriers as well as 
difficulties obtaining access to adequate housing, health, 
and education; unequal hiring and promotion standards; 
and unequal pay.3 An examination of employment statistics, 
including unemployment, workforce participation, and 
income, reveals an unmet potential for employment among 
those with disabilities. Despite growing opportunities 
over the past few decades, people with disabilities, 
especially women, who want to and are able to work, are 
encountering barriers that prevent them from achieving 
economic security. This paper highlights several key 
employment factors that contribute to the economic 
vulnerability of women workers with disabilities.
ECONOMIC, EMPLOYMENT, AND 
EDUCATIONAL CHARACTERISTICS 
Americans with disabilities experience more pronounced 
poverty rates than almost any other single demographic 
group.4 According to Census Bureau data, in 2013, the 
poverty rate for those age 16-64 with a disability was 28.8 
percent, compared to 12.3 percent for able-bodied people.5 
Women with disabilities are more likely to experience 
economic insecurity, due partly to the fact that, among 
working-age individuals, women with disabilities have 
the lowest labor force participation rate and the lowest 
employment-population ratio6 when compared to men with 
disabilities, able-bodied women, and able-bodied men (See 
Figures 1 and 2, respectively).7  
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Although working-age women and men with disabilities 
have nearly the same unemployment rates, they are more 
than double the unemployment rates for able-bodied 
women and men (See Figure 3).8
Among working-age women with disabilities, women of 
color generally experience greater economic insecurity 
than white women. In particular, black/African American 
women face a lower labor force participation rate, a lower 
employment-population ratio, and a higher unemployment 
rate than their white, Asian, and Hispanic/Latina 
counterparts (See Figure 4).9
In addition, women with disabilities, like all other women, 
experience the gender wage gap and occupational 
segregation, both of which exacerbate economic 
insecurity. Full-time, year round working women with 
disabilities, age 16 and older, earn 80.8 percent of what 
their male counterparts with disabilities earn and only 69.5 
percent of what men without disabilities earn.10 Women 
with a disability are also more likely to work in service 
occupations11 — the lowest paying employment sector 
— compared to men with a disability, women without a 
disability, and men without a disability (See Figure 5).12   
For example, women in “service occupations” earn a 
median weekly income of $461, whereas women in 
“management, professional, and related occupations” earn 
a median weekly income of $981.13
Without a job or a living wage to help offset costs 
associated with having a disability, the result is often a 
greater dependency on government safety net programs 
(i.e., Supplemental Security Income and Social Security 
Disability Insurance or others).14 But in spite of the 
economic instability they face, women with disabilities are 
still less likely than men with disabilities to receive benefits 
from Social Security and Disability Insurance.15 For women 
who do receive disability insurance, the average monthly 
benefit is lower than the amount men receive ($1,033.50 
for women and $1,289.13 for men).16 These differences in 
benefits occur because the receipt of disability insurance 
is dependent on work history17 and women with disabilities 
are less likely to have jobs, or more likely to have jobs that 
pay lower wages, than men with disabilities.18 
Notwithstanding marked improvements since the 
1970s around inclusion, opportunity, accessibility, 
and destigmatization of disability in the United States, 
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the magnified challenges disabled women face  have 
often gone overlooked in interventions and initiatives 
aimed at improving labor outcomes. Increased access 
to apprenticeships, internships, jobs, and leadership 
training programs, or access to affordable post-secondary 
education options (such as community colleges), are 
among the solutions that can significantly improve the labor 
market outcomes of women with disabilities. 
BARRIERS TO EMPLOYMENT 
In May 2012, half of all individuals with a disability who 
were not working reported some kind of barrier to work.19  
Reported barriers included: lack of education or training 
(14.1 percent), transportation needs (11.7 percent), the 
need for on-site job accommodations (10.3 percent), and a 
person’s own disability (80.5 percent).20  
The challenges women with disabilities face may be 
amplified as a result of two-fold discrimination– gender and 
disability status discrimination.21 Barriers to employment 
and wage  parity, particularly those resulting from 
discrimination and stigma, have a disproportionate impact 
on women  with disabilities,  who may face  perceptions  
of “inability”  and “weakness”  aimed  at their  disability 
status and gender.22 These barriers include (1) reduced 
self-esteem,23 (2) unequal access to and participation  in 
critical  subjects  and academic  precursors  to competitive  
jobs,24  (3) lower career  expectations,25 (4) a perceived  
need  to self-accommodate,26 and/or (5) isolation  and lack 
of access to supports and key informational resources.27 
If the compound barriers associated with both gender 
and disability fail to be explicitly accounted for in the 
policies and programs intended to support this population, 
women with disabilities may also benefit less from existing 
interventions and initiatives.
AN OVERVIEW OF WORKFORCE 
TRAINING   
Few female students with disabilities receive the exposure 
and education necessary for employment, particularly in 
more lucrative STEM fields.28 For women with disabilities 
who may face stigma, isolation, and a reduced probability 
of employment on the basis of gender and disability 
discrimination, access to early work experience and 
transition to work programs may be a mitigating factor.  
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The effects of quality education and a successful school-
to-work transition program are clear. Regardless of sex 
and/or disability, higher levels of educational attainment 
are associated with higher labor force participation rates 
and higher employment-population ratios (See Figures 6 
and 7, respectively). 
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Additionally, individuals age 25 and older with a 
bachelor’s degree and higher education levels have lower 
unemployment rates than those with some college or an 
associate’s degree, those with high school degrees, and 
those with less than high school educations (See Figure 8).29
Only recently has greater attention been brought to bear  
on education and the need for a seamless transition to work. 
Notwithstanding the Individuals with Disabilities Education 
Act (IDEA) of 1975, student transition plans have not been a 
priority during individualized education planning.30  However, 
there is a growing realization of the need for planning and 
early discussions about elements of adult living, such 
as preparation for post-secondary education, vocational 
education, integrated employment (including supported 
employment), continuing and adult education, adult services, 
independent living, and community participation31 – most 
recently evidenced by the federal joint-agency PROMISE 
initiative32 and the Federal Partners in Transition workgroup.33 
States and institutions of higher education have the means 
to create and expand work-to-learn programs and increase 
affordability of post-secondary learning and training. Private 
and public sector entities can provide opportunities for 
internships, apprenticeships, or job training and professional 
development efforts that are made more accessible to the 
pipeline of young and adult women with disabilities.
To fully realize the progress that has been made to 
reduce barriers and increase accessibility to employment 
for individuals with disabilities, more could be done to 
ensure women workers with disabilities are positioned 
to achieve strong, sustained labor force attachment. 
Providing women with disabilities the opportunity to 
realize their full potential as workers pays dividends 
not just for the individual, but also for the families and 
employers who benefit from their contributions.
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